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Hi, Michael, you have clearly brought forth and discussed a number of challenges that both students and 

instructors may face in the online environment. One challenge for a successful learning environment you 

discussed was for the instructor and students to become aware of the online learning situation at the 

outset. It is so true that even though it is critically important to have well-designed online classes, the best 
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laid out classes and related technology do not singularly make the course meaningful, it is the 

participation and building of a learning community which is facilitated by the instructor. You have also 

mentioned the importance of collaborative learning which is not only part of an activity, it is something 

that can be woven throughout the entire learning experience. Please see additional comments in the paper. 

Thanks, Dr. Collins 
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e-Learning Challenges and Solutions 

 Information and communication tools (ICT), Web2.0 applications, and the impact these 

resources are having on education are rapidly creating new challenges for instructor and learners 

faced with learning online.  Technology-assisted learning tools is quickly changing the face of 

education, transitioning the once classroom only learning environment to an online only or 

blended online learning experience.  There is a need to identify the challenges and consider best 

practice solutions to ensure instructor and learner success in this new learning environment.  The 

purpose of this paper is to identify three challenges instructors and learners may experience 

related to e-learning and provide best practice to help overcome each one. 

In order to understand the challenges associated with an e-learning environment it is 

important to define what the term e-learning means.  Clark and Mayer help define e-learning as 

instruction delivered by any technological mode intended to promote learning (2011).  Teaching 

and learning in an e-learning environment happens differently than in the traditional classroom 

and can present new challenges to instructors and learners participating in this online learning 

environment.  

The possible challenges instructors and learners face in an e-learning environment must 

be considered in order to ensure learner success.  Therefore, there are two roles in e-learning that 

must be considered when discussing ways to improve these challenges.  The first is the 
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instructor’s role and the second, the student’s role.  Both roles include a transition away from 

traditional teacher-student relationships, roles, and responsibilities, to virtual space roles.  

However, it is the instructor’s primary roles within the learning environment, which will help 

overcome challenges, support, and sustain student success.   

 

The New Digital Divide 

 In education, the digital divide is most commonly defined as the gap between those 

students who have, do not have, and no how to use the internet and the information technologies 

that are currently transforming education (Bernard, 2011; Hall, 2013).  According to Warschauer 

(2003), the “digital divide is marked not only by physical access to computers and connectivity 

but also by access to the additional resources that allow people to use technology well.”  Due to 

the affordability of many information technologies today the current meaning of digital divide is 

changing from having access, to knowing how to use the technologies (Bernard, 2011).  In this 

way the digital divide still acts as a challenge for education and more specifically e-learning 

environments.  In education the digital divide has, most recently, become more about closing the 

gap between using the resources appropriately to obtain quality educational outcomes than not 

having access to the technology (Warschauer, 2003; Bernard, 2011).  The quality of learning 

outcomes, and more importantly the successful use of the expected technology resources, all 

hinge on the amount of experience and comfort level each learner has with these specific 

resource technologies (Warschauer, 2003). 

 One solution to this challenge is for the instructor to implement a learning environment 

that encourages collaboration.  Providing learners with the opportunity to collaborate, share, and 

create will increase the learner’s use of various technologies, enhance their e-learning 
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experience, and support self-directed and ongoing learning (Clark & Mayer, 2011; Li & Irby, 

2008).  During this time the instructor must consider the learner’s technological incompetence’s 

and accept various ability levels; willing to allow learners choice with the expected performance 

objectives given it results in the appropriate learning outcomes (Bernard, 2011).  The learner 

should ask questions, seek additional information from credible sources, reflect often, and 

interact with other learners in academic discourse related to the online learning objectives.  

Having an online community where learners can collaborate in a safe and respected learning 

environment will help close the gap of the new digital divide, and in doing so helps to create a 

culture of digital natives conducive to effective e-learning (Warschauer, 2003; Li & Irby, 2008; 

Clark & Mayer, 2011). 

Student Motivation 

 Although student motivation can only truly happen intrinsically, creating the right online 

environment where students want to learn and feel successful is the primary the responsibility of 

the instructor or course designer.  According to Martin, in today’s online environments there is a 

lack of teacher presence, face-to-face (f2f) interaction, and tech support (2009).  The most well 

planned and explicitly laid out online instructional environment is not enough to sustain learner 

interest or support intrinsic motivation.  On the other hand learners new to an online learning 

environment typically lack the level of metacognition awareness, time management skills, and 

self-directed learning needed to be successful (Martin, 2009). 

To promote student motivation the primary role falls to the teacher to anticipate and 

prevent motivational challenges unique to e-learning.  One way this can be done is by increasing 

f2f interactions through a variety of technological modes (Martin, 2009).  Online learning does 

not have to be isolated to merely email communication and web based only classroom 
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interactions.  Learners often have anxiety about learning online and need to feel connected, 

reassured, and safe to contribute in their new learning environments (Terry & Leppa, 2009; 

Hastie, Hung, Chen, & Kinshuk (2010).  E-learning environments often lack a variety of 

communication options creating an unwelcoming online learning atmosphere (Terry & Leppa, 

2009; Martin, 2009; Hastie et al., 2010), which only the instructor can control.  To help alleviate 

student anxiety e-mentors should provide various and alternative ways of interacting and 

communicate through the use of such applications like Skype, chat forums, or discussion boards. 

Course Design 

 Insufficient time spent on course development and design can be a huge contributing 

factor to poorly developed online learning experiences and a major challenge for e-learning 

instructors.  According to Leanna Archambault (2010), the amount of time needed to design and 

implement a well design lesson, online, is an important consideration.  Archambault indicated 

that instructors reported an increase in the amount of time they spent creating e-learning courses 

because of new content, new technologies, and new ways of engaging online learners.   

 One way to overcome the challenge of time developing an online course is for instructors 

to collaborate often within their e-learning professional communities.  Collaborating with other 

instructors should be spent sharing, developing, and creating (Terry & Leppa, 2009; Hastie et al., 

2010).  This collaboration and discourse helps minimize the time spent planning and designing.  

A way to overcome the challenge of a well-developed overall course design should be addressed 

with the learner in mind and should include these overall course characteristics: (a) opportunities 

for learners to collaborate, (b) a well-established protocol for communicating, (c) clear 

performance expectations, and (d) opportunities for learners to chose the mode in which 

assignments are created and presented (Hastie et al., 2010).  In order for instructors and learners 
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to be successful these characteristics are essential to the overall course design and e-learning 

environment. 

Conclusion 

With so many different ways to define e-learning and the educational approaches that can 

be taken in these learning environments, it is the conclusion of this author that e-learning is an 

innovative approach to learning.  It is a holistic way of teaching and learning that meets the 

needs of today’s digital natives.  It is an environment made up of collaboration, choice, and an 

array of technological resources that supports a successful online learning experience.  However, 

in order for learners to be successful in this learning environment the challenges to e-learning 

must be overcome with support and a best practice solutions.  Instructors and learners must 

embrace the shift away from traditional classroom practices to an e-learning approach to 

education.  Despite the fact that today’s leaners are digital natives, the use of technology for e-

learning can be overwhelming and provide student motivation challenges however, with the 

proper supports from instructors, learners can be successful within these e-learning 

environments.  Finally, and probably the most important challenge for the instructor is to focus 

on the overall elements of a well-developed course.  Developing a purposeful and well-defined 

online course, which supports the instructor and learner, means devoting the appropriate time 

and embedding the applicable course elements into the e-learning environment.  Continuous 

instructor and course design support is how the new digital divide gap decreases and the rapidly 

growing technologies available to learners begin to purposefully become embedded in online 

learning environments.  
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